du sort du Québec" (Laurin, 2) [impossible to separate his work from the destiny of Québec]. 5 In a recent edition of La Presse, journalist Chantal Guay paraphrases Beaulieu's current separatist sentiments in light of Marois's pronouncement: "Il estime qu'il n'y a plus de parti indépendantiste et que si le Québec devient un district bilingue, ce sera la disparition de la nation québécoise francophone" (qtd. in Serge-André Guay 1) [He feels that there is no longer a sovereignist party, and that if Québec becomes a bilingual district, the Québécois francophone nation will disappear].
Currently, there is much cultural debate over Beaulieu's seemingly extreme, symbolic ultimatum. Many would agree that VLB's political demonstration reflects the sentiments of a significant number of Québécois, still concerned with the dilution of their language, the assimilation of their culture, and their struggle to become a sovereign nation. Radio-Canada editor Danielle Laurin insists that VLB is "un homme résolu à sortir son peuple de la schizophrénie collective (2) [a man resolved to lifting his people out of a collective schizophrenia], and that while it is true that he is "obsédé de ses racines [. . .] In order to understand what these concerns are (for they are certainly various and divergent), and why it is exactly that Beaulieu has burned a work he spent thirty-five years writing, it is important to be familiar with Québec's past. This past reveals a tumultuous, two-hundred-and-fiftyyear history of two colonial powers within one territory living in a state of linguistic duality. This history will provide a context for Beaulieu's work; in turn, through an analysis of Beaulieu's first and most recent novels, we may gain a better understanding of the evolution of Québec's unique linguistic and cultural identity struggle and insight into the province's future. Not thirty years after its formation, the province of Québec was divided into the primarily British Upper Canada and French-dominated Lower Canada. This partition, facilitated through the British Act of 1791, created a border that would presumably "separate the two societies and prevent ethnic conflict" (qtd. in Levine 26) . Pour moi, ce que je désire, c'est un gouvernement composé d'amis des lois, de la 7 The name comes from the Algonquin, or North American aboriginal, word meaning "a narrow passage or strait" (Monroe 1). 8 In The Reconquest of Montreal, Mark Levine explains that British immigrants and Englishspeaking loyalists (Americans) "had little interest in even […] mild cultural pluralism [...] , and clamored for an entirely English-speaking socio-political environment. The British authorities responded, in 1791, by dividing Canada into two provinces: Upper Canada (homogeneously British and Protestant) and Lower Canada (predominantly French and Catholic)" (26). Thus, in 1837, Papineau lead the French-Canadians in both a boycott against all British imports and in an armed, unsuccessful rebellion known as the Rebellion of 1837. As a result of these actions, the British declared Martial Law, and offered a reward for the arrest of Papineau. The Rebellion of 1837 was shortly followed by another, also unsuccessful, in 1838.
It was in 1532 that
In response to these rebellions, the British Empire sent one of their high-ranking civil servants, Lord Durham, "to examine the reasons for the conflict and to propose some solution to it" (Warren 67) . In what was a surprising conclusion, Durham remarked, "I expected to find a contest between a government and a people: I found two nations warring in the bosom of a single state: I found a struggle, not of principles, but of races,… two races, so long habituated to regard each other with hereditary enmity, and so differing in habits, language, and in laws" (qtd. in Warren 67). His report recommended that Britain begin to "marginalize the French group with massive English immigration" (Warren 69) and commence "the process of assimilation to English habits" (qtd. in Francophone Canadians "more by the province of the first colonists than by that of the country of Canada" (Fabbi 6) , and radically demonstrated "Quebec's determination to shape its own future as a geopolitical entity" (Moss 82 ).
The roots of this nationalist identity went much deeper than exchanging ethnic titles. As
French-Canadians shifted their ideologies away from Roman Catholicism, and thus its social and educational services, Canada "saw language become the main ingredient of the identity of Québec's French-Canadians" (Coulombe 80) . The key aim of the nationalist movement then became to provide Québec's French-speaking majority, and thus the French language "with expressive power over the public sphere" (Coulombe 68), not an easy task to achieve, given that "within the Quebec economy and society on the one hand, and within federal institutions on the other" (MacMillian 90-91), the Québécois had been denied full access to this power for two hundred years. The fact that the majority of Canada's population outside of Québec is English-speaking promised to be an additional hurdle in the development of an equal language partnership through federal language policy.
In his discussion of Québec's economic conditions prior to The Quiet Revolution, when
English-Canadian and American capital was still significantly invested inside the province, Mark [Memoirs from Beyond the Cask], his first publication, was "une allégorie de la révolte" [an allegory
of revolt]. The type of revolt he alludes to, however, is at first glance difficult to decipher. Replete with base language and crude, misogynistic ideologies, this absurdist novel could easily be dism as a juvenile story of self-destructive, hate-filled existential angst. By understanding the framework within which it was written, however, we can discover in Mémoires an allegory of revolt that allud to, generally, an all-pervading sense of cultural and societal alienation and, specifically, the nation linguistic identity crisis happening in Québec at this time. Coulombe reasons that "it is difficult for anyone to maintain an identity if the conditions for that identity are denied by others" (67). As the Québécois, seeking to pull themselves out from under Anglophone/English-language subjugation, experienced the denial of national identity, Satan
Belhumeur, who carries within himself "un monde étrange, silencieux, et impersonnel" (9) [a strange, silent, and impersonal world], experiences both societial and personal unrecognition.
To move beyond the novel's more general conveyance of cultural, and even personal alienation, and towards its allusions to Québec's linguistic identity crisis, we need look no further than Satan Belhumeur's dreams. Through an interpretation of these scenes we are able to discover that Satan's sense of powerlessness/power has a direct relationship to the sense of control he gains through language:
[J]'ai songé que j'émettais des sons dont le pouvoir sur les objets, les animaux babies were conceived. Labels were attached to these fetuses, but I wasn't able to read them, because they were written in a tongue that was foreign to me.]
The power dynamics represented in this second dream are fascinating for several reasons. First, the "usine de foetus" calls to mind the revenge of the cradles phenomenon. These baby-making machines, whose bellies bear writing in a foreign tongue, suggest a representation of the Anglo/Franco battle for a dominant population within Québec. Though historically it was the Roman Catholic Francophones with the highest birth rates, in this dream the presence of the labels, written in a language that he is unable to read, suggest, in an odd reversal, that these fetuses represent an Anglophone, or "foreign" population. Futhermore, Satan's consistent debasement of women throughout this story casts them in the perpetual role of other, and this fetus factory--a veritable building full of female bellies, read: disembodied women--may stand in as a symbolic replacement for different alienating factors in his environment, i.e., the Anglophone domination of his culture and the sense of powerlessness he feels as a result of it. Of even further interest is that this factory and these bellies can simultaneously reflect, to return to the first type of allusion discussed in this analysis, a more general sense of meaninglessness and impersonality.
Achieving a sense of cultural connection and belonging through language is the logical corollary to this sense of powerlessness. However, through Satan Belhumeur, this idea manifests itself through a void of that sense of belonging. they all yell at the radio and the television, they all write books, and no one listens to them, and no one will ever listen to them, because everyone has become everyone.]
In understanding that language gives "access to, and is one of the creative forces of, shared meanings and understandings, which together contribute to define identity" (Coulombe 68), we can see that this passage conveys the reality of a collective population's detachment from society, be it the imaginary village of Petit-Gibet, or the real world metropolis of Montréal. If the importance of language lies in the idea that it "contributes to giving a concrete shape to one's distinctness as a person, while at the same time providing a matrix for communal identification" (ibid), then Satan's observations demonstrate and symbolize a grand scale disengagement from this matrix. Not only is Satan living within a confusion of language, it is a confusion of languages that exists in a society that is disinterested in itself.
After having explored the historical context of this novel, it becomes easier to discover that this "allegory of revolt" alludes to Québec's national linguistic identity crisis at the time of the Quiet Revolution, a phenomenon that permeated all aspects of French-speaking society. Gauvin and Henderson explain that a common literary expression of the Québécois malaise leading up and during The Quiet Revolution was the attempt "to formulate formlessness and difficulty of being" Beaulieu has created quite a track record for himself in the last two years. In addition to his remarks about Pauline Marois, he called Québécois separatist playwright, Michel Tremblay, a "turncoat" and an "asshole" after Tremblay said he no longer believed in a sovereigntist movement based on economic arguments rather than cultural identity (MacPherson, 1). He has threatened to knock out the teeth of Canadian author Noah Richler, after Richler wrote unfavorably of VLB's politics in his latest novel, This is My Country, What's Yours? Most controversially, VLB wrote an article in L'Aut' Journal calling Canadian governer-general Michaëlle Jean a "negro-queen" ("Bloc blast" 1). VLB defended his statement, saying that he did not intent to be racist, but was using this term "based on the so-called theory of the roi-nègre, which he said refers to leaders of African colonies who deliver the colonizer's message to the population" (ibid). Though the above is one of the more sensical chants to be found in the story, one cannot deny that even the weirdest and most non-sequitor of them bears witness to the message behind Beaulieu's title: without necessarily wishing to blame the man…C'est la faute à Papineau! That is to say, if the Rebellion of 1837 had gone the other way, perhaps Québec would be a sovereign nation right now. The mise-en-scène of La Grande tribu paints of grim picture of a disabled nation in need of healing. In Cauchon's physical and mental disabilities, inflicted upon him by a two-faced, tyrannical institution that is supposed to care for its residents, the allusion to Beaulieu's vision of Québec, as a
Francophone nation under the yoke of a bullying, federalist Anglophone government, is clear. But much more lies beyond this blatant allusion. Cauchon has been struggling within Dr. Avincenne's institution since the day he was pulled, mangled by the doctor's forceps, from his mother's birth canal; and he has been in the doctor's grips since his mother's death when he was a young boy. In
Cauchon's tramatic, forced entrance into an unwelcoming world, we can see a culture invaded by a colonial power. In Cauchon's mother's death, we witness a people without a home.
Under Doctor Avincenne's "care", Cauchon has been subjected to electroshock, lobotomy, the straight-jacket, insulin therapy, being boiled overnight in a vat, and being hanged naked from a butcher's hook, overnight, in a cold room. Cauchon's mental illness as an external rather than an internal entity; his disease does not really exist, it is a product manufactured by the institution that purports to cure it: "La schizophrénie, nous avons toujours vécu dedans" (821) [Schizophrenia, we have always lived inside it], Cauchon tells the doctor; in other words, this mental illness is not his disease, it is the disease of the institution. Beaulieu is not subtle in his allusion.
As he has painted it, Cauchon's schizophrenia is Québec's: "…à moi seule, je constitue toute la nation, son idée raciale et son idée civile, son idée de rebellion et son idée d'indépendance" (68) [I alone, I constitute the entire nation, its racial idea and its civil idea, its idea of rebellion and its idea of independence]; as we follow the story, we come to understand that, according to Beaulieu, just as Cauchon's only hope for healing is to gain freedom from the asylum, the Québecois's only hope for cultural survival is to win autonomy for Québec.
As his story progresses, Cauchon, after a series of memory-cleansing electroshock therapies, does gain freedom from the asylum, though only after also undergoing brain surgery during which a remote control is planted inside the hole in his head for the purpose of administering electric shocks whenever Cauchon has thoughts of rebellion, or sentiments of patriotism or alliance towards his true ancestry.
Although Cauchon is monitored day and night, and repeatedly electrocuted for his transgressions, even the remote-controlled implant in his brain is unsuccessful in altering his consciousness or his alliances. In an obvious nod to Québec's provincial motto "je me souviens" [I will remember], recalling Papineau's Rebellion of 1837, and to the strength and perseverance of a culture whose existence Beaulieu deems as still threatened, Beaulieu reveals Cauchon as a man who refuses to deny his past, and who, even when faced with the threat of physical violence, will not be controlled or defined by repressive institutional paradigms. Ultimately, in the case of Québec, the choice comes down to the voice of the people. Right now, that voice, a non-violent voice, a voice that expresses itself through the ballot rather than the barrel of a gun, has chosen to be a part of Canada, as English-language dominated as it is. But even in light of this situation, it is still not difficult to understand why a writer of such radical, separatist convictions as Beaulieu's might burn his masterpiece in his own woodstove. The disparity he sees between his vision of Québec as it should be (a vision his been writing since 1973) and Québec as it is, is significant. Beaulieu views Marois's suggestion to add more English classes to Québec's school curriculum as a sign that "le Parti québécois […] a renoncé à faire de l'indépendance l'idée fondamentale de son action" ("Pourquoi" 1) [the Party Québécois has abandoned independence as the fundamental idea of their action]. It has been several years since
Beaulieu lived in Montréal. The francophone city which gave rise to Quiet Revolution Beaulieu now regards as a "kind of den of political iniquity, and lost to the nationalist cause" (Richler, "Teeth" 61 Beaulieu, the Québécois surrender to the English language is not just a surrender to bilingualism, it is a surrender to globalization, uniformity and post-colonial capitalist imperialism.
Despite feeling like an orphan in his own country, Beaulieu is not giving up on the dream of independence. After weeks of consideration, VLB announced this April that instead of burning the rest of his books in protest, he will be offering them up, for free, to the Parti indépendantiste, so that they may use them to fund their cause. This will not be a loss for him; he will be representing the party in the next election.
